

[image: Cover]





THE BRANDED ROSE PROPHECY


 

BOOK 1 • THE KINE PROPHECIES

 


[image: A black rose with leaves on a white background  AI-generated content may be incorrect.]




 

Copyright Information

This is an original publication of Tracy Cooper-Posey

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales, is entirely coincidental. The publisher does not have any control over and does not assume any responsibility for third-party websites or their content.

Copyright © 2014 by Tracy Cooper-Posey
Text design by Tracy Cooper-Posey

Edited by Kylie Glessing

Cover design by Dar Albert
Wicked Smart Designs
http://wickedsmartdesigns.com

All rights reserved
No part of this book may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any printed or electronic form without permission. Please do not participate in or encourage piracy of copyrighted materials in violation of the author’s rights. Purchase only authorized editions.

FIRST EDITION: December 2014
SECOND EDITION:  May 2025

Cooper-Posey, Tracy
Branded Rose Prophecy, The/Tracy Cooper-Posey—1st  Ed.

Fiction, Romance, Fantasy, Fantasy Romance, Norse, Contemporary Fantasy, Urban Fantasy


 

Get Tracy’s Free Starter Library


[image: Tracy's Starter Library]



 

One of the privileges of writing is sharing the fun and joy of stories with my readers. I send newsletters with details on new releases, special offers, deals and news about my books.

From among the most engaged and long term subscribers, I offer Street Team membership and the chance to read all my books before they’re published.

Sign up for my mailing list and get three free books, as a sample library, and join the community of readers who love romances.

See details when you have finished reading The Branded Rose Prophecy


Table of Contents

Half Title Page

Copyright Information

Get Tracy’s Free Starter Library

About the Author

About The Branded Rose Prophecy

Praise for The Branded Rose Prophecy

The Branded Rose Prophecy

Author Note

ONE WORLD

Epigraph

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

NEW WORLD

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

WORLDS COLLIDE

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Chapter Thirty-Five

Chapter Thirty-Six

Chapter Thirty-Seven

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Chapter Thirty-Nine

Chapter Forty

MIDGARD

Chapter Forty-One

Chapter Forty-Two

Chapter Forty-Three

Chapter Forty-Four

Chapter Forty-Five

Chapter Forty-Six

Chapter Forty-Seven

Chapter Forty-Eight

Get Tracy’s Free Starter Library

Did you enjoy this story?  How to make a big difference!

Other books by Tracy Cooper-Posey

This is a Stories Rule Press title


 

About the Author

Tracy Cooper-Posey is a 2024 Aurealis Award finalist for best SF Novella and the author of over 200 published titles that blend romance, suspense, science fiction, fantasy, and historical intrigue. She writes across multiple pen names—including Cameron Cooper (space opera) and Taylen Carver (fantasy, also an Aurealis finalist)—and has collected a long list of accolades, including the Emma Darcy Award, the SFR Galaxy Award, and fourth place in Hugh Howey’s SPSFC#2. 

 

An indie juggernaut and genre chameleon, Tracy has been publishing since 1999 and running her own one-woman fiction empire since 2011. Her stories range from sweeping sagas to bite-sized thrillers, and she’s as comfortable writing tangled political intrigue as she is crafting a killer space opera saga. She’s a strategist at heart—an INTJ with a sword-sharp mind and a whiteboard full of fictional worlds. A former magazine editor and romance writing instructor, she now writes full-time in Edmonton, Canada, where she lives with her husband and creative partner, Mark Posey. 

 

She runs on Irish Breakfast tea, dark chocolate, and a fierce love of genre fiction—from Frank Herbert and Mary Stewart to Murderbot, MacLean, and McCaffery. 

 

The treadmill continues to go unnoticed.


 

About The Branded Rose Prophecy

Enduring, undying love.
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The man she can never have.
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The Branded Rose Prophecy is the first book in the Kine Prophecies series:
1.0 The Branded Rose Prophecy
1.1 Blackmont Bitters
….with more to come.

Also (from Stories Rule Press only):
Tracy Cooper-Posey’s Super-Bundle

Reader Advisory:  This epic Norse fantasy romance is a very long book!



 

Praise for The Branded Rose Prophecy

Heartbreaking at times, bloody and terrible at times, and downright epic all the way through, this is one story that made me hurt for ALL the characters. In a glorious, puddly tears kind of way.—Reading the Paranormal

One cannot help but be awed at the detailed world, characters and conflicts that are created to thrill and the star-crossed romance that develops amongst the action packed suspense —Amazon Reader

I was completely caught up in the story from the very beginning and I fought sleep and screamed at everybody if they interrupted me, I had to finish this emotionally gripping and terrific tale. —Eva Millien, Reviewer



 

THE BRANDED ROSE PROPHECY


 

BOOK 1 • THE KINE PROPHECIES

 


[image: A black rose with leaves on a white background  AI-generated content may be incorrect.]



 

 

 


[image: A picture containing text  Description automatically generated]



Stories Rule Press


 

Author Note

I have taken liberties with some of the landmarks and features of New York city in particular... there is no Mercy General in the Bronx, for example, except in my imagination, and some of the features and locations mentioned do not exist. For fictional reasons, some world events that are part of our history do not happen in this story, for instance, the 9-11 attacks, for their world-stopping scale would have distracted readers from the story in this book. If this omission bothers you, please think of Charlee and Asher’s story taking place in an alternative universe that looks very much like our own.


 

ONE WORLD





[image: E:\SkyDrive\- Manuscripts -\1. Titles In Active Production\130 KINE\Manuscript\Prophecy in Old English.JPG]




 

Chapter One
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CHARLEE WAS TEN WHEN SHE met her first non-human, but another twenty years would pass before she truly understood Asher’s nature. She was very young, despite growing up in the Bronx. That first day, though, she did figure out two facts about him. One, he owned a wicked sword that vanished at will. And two, what he did was heroic even though a man died and it was not Charlee he saved. Her own rescue would come much later, after the fall of New York.

Their first meeting happened in early September, on a sultry night with no breeze for relief. The air was so still that the smell of dust rose from the sidewalks to tickle the inside of Charlee’s nose. Her feet inside her old Chucks throbbed from contact with the baked concrete as she hurried along Trinity Avenue.

The sun had finally slipped behind the buildings sometime after seven, a ball of angry red and orange, sending down the street long shadows that merged into twilight. Nothing moved, not even the leaves drooping overhead. It was like the whole world had paused to take a collective breath of relief now that the cool of the evening could descend.

It was still warm and close despite the dark. As Charlee headed northeast along the street, she could feel the air colliding with her damp skin, reluctantly parting to let her through.

Water, she thought, as her throat clicked with dryness. She should get some water for Chocolate, to go with the food she had brought. She started to look for a faucet. If this had been Cauldwell Avenue, she would have known exactly where one was, but she didn’t know Trinity very well. It took her a block out of her way, from school to home, but she had come this way a week ago when she had spotted a large group of Lightning Lords blocking the way on Cauldwell. The gang had been lolling about on the sidewalk, leaning against the fences that bordered this section, brooding gazes scanning the street and pedestrians.

Two weeks ago, three teenagers had been found in the alley behind the Chinese supermarket at the top end of Cauldwell Avenue where it ran into 160th Street, their bodies riddled by machine gun fire. Residents in the closest buildings had seen nothin’ and heard less, but the talk at school was that the teenagers, who all went to Herbert H. Lehman high school, had given the gang too much attitude as they walked past them.

Better to walk an extra block than risk making the Lords angry.

Using Trinity Avenue was the reason she had met Chocolate, which made up for the inconvenience. Charlee thought of him as she scanned the homes and their yards, looking for a free faucet. His brown eyes had been so big in his face that for the first time Charlee really understood what people meant when they said someone’s eyes were as big as saucers.

She had known he was homeless straight away, which had made her sad. How could anyone turn him out? One look into his big eyes and she could see he was gentle and kind, even though he made a noise in his throat when she got closer, a sound she had just known meant “stay away.” But there was hope in his eyes, too, so she had spoken to him.

They had become friends almost instantly. Charlee had found him somewhere to bed down for the night, then she had returned right after supper, the frankfurts she had not eaten wrapped in greaseproof paper in her pocket. Chocolate had been so grateful, gulping down the two frankfurts in about ten seconds, that she had felt guilty for not bringing more.

She had returned every night since, bringing what she could from her supper plate and anything the rest of her family left untouched, which wasn’t much. Chocolate had been waiting patiently each time she arrived, giving her a welcome so warm that her heart had lifted.

When she reached the alleyway she still had not spotted a faucet, but she couldn’t spend more time looking for one. She didn’t want to be away from the house for much longer. Her mother never checked on either her or Lucas once they had escaped to their rooms after supper, as she preferred to stay at the kitchen table with her favorite brand of beer. Her father, though, might look in while she was away and find her room empty. It was much more likely that Lucas would come to talk to her before he went to bed himself, as he sometimes did. It was amazing that he had not discovered her gone this past week. Although if he did discover her gone, she could talk him into staying silent about it in return for her silence over the magazines she had found under his mattress.

The air seemed even thicker in the closed-in, narrow alley. The shadows seemed darker, but even before she reached the bend where the alley turned around the corner of the apartment building it hugged, she heard Chocolate in the dark ahead of her. He had caught her scent and was pleased to see her.

“Chocolate? Here, boy,” she coaxed, digging into her dress pocket for the plastic bag. She extracted the bag carefully, for it was half-filled with watery stew. “You’re prob’ly not gonna like all this,” she told Chocolate, easing the bag open. “But it’s real good stuff, so you chow down, okay?”

Chocolate inched closer. He was a light shadow in the dim light. His patchy fur looked washed out even in Charlee’s limited experience. His tail was wagging, swaying his whole body, but he still took a careful step at a time toward the open bag, not quite cringing. He was ready to bolt at the slightest hint of danger.

Charlee had to keep hold of the bag, or it would spill its contents. Until tonight, she had opened the bag then stepped well out of Chocolate’s way, letting him approach the bag without her standing over it. Last night, once he had become involved in eating, she had taken a step closer, then another, until she could crouch down next to him. Chocolate had shied, ducking, but the power of the food had brought him back to the bag and as he ate, she stroked the fur between his ears softly, thrilled that he trusted her enough to let her touch him.

She hoped that tiny amount of trust would let her hold the bag for him now. “C’mere, boy,” she whispered. “Come and get it.”

Chocolate was quivering with eagerness, but still hesitant. He stepped closer. He didn’t shift back and forth the way he had the first night they’d met, torn between the smell of the food and safety, but he still took his time thinking about it until, finally, he pushed his nose inside the bag. Apparently, she was worthy of trust.

Charlee was enormously pleased, but she held still and grinned in the darkness. “Good boy. Smart boy!” she told him. She would have tried to pet him, but she had to hold the bag with both hands so he could get at the stew.

“Hey, chickita. Whatcha think you’re doing, huh?” The soft inquiry came from behind her, shocking her with its unexpectedness.

Charlee looked over her shoulder, then bounced to her feet in one powerful movement that she would never have been able to make if her heart had not been leaping as it was. She almost swayed on her feet, feeling sick and weak.

She and Chocolate were tucked into the sharp corner of the alley where it turned, next to some banged-up garbage cans. The section of the alley that ran into the street had been behind her. She faced it now, and it was full of dark shadows and warm air. Ranged across the width of the alley were four men. Boys in age, but experience had made them old before their time. They wore clothes that weren’t quite the same in style, but were identical in intent: jeans, black tanks and silk shirts over the top. Their shirts were all hanging open to show a small fortune in thick gold necklaces, at least three apiece.

Lightning Lords. She would have become afraid if her heart had not already been zooming up near the clouds somewhere. They had snuck up on her while she was busy coaxing Chocolate to eat.

One of them, one of the ones standing in the middle, was a pace in front of the rest. He was the one who had spoken, she guessed. He was staring at her. A smile pulled at his lips but there was a hard, cold light in his eyes that didn’t match the smile. “Huh, chickie?” he prompted her.

“I ain’t doin’ nothing,” she said. It was a weak defense, but she couldn’t seem to think straight.

“Looks to me like you’re doin’ plenty,” he said. “Dontcha know that thing could be filled with rabies?”

Charlee didn’t know what rabies was, but just the name sounded horrible. She made a mental reminder to find out what rabies was, the next time she was near a dictionary or in the library. She kept her face still, so he wouldn’t see her ignorance. “I’m just feedin’ him.”

“We gotta hurry, Lonzo,” one of the others murmured. “They’ll be waiting.”

Lonzo waved away the reminder with an impatient motion of his hand. He didn’t shift his gaze from Charlee or Chocolate, who was nosing at the last of the stew in the corners of the bag. Chocolate didn’t like the newcomers, but the food kept him anchored. His whole body was stretched backwards, like he would be gone in a second if only the stew wasn’t there.

“Feedin’ that mutt is a waste of time, anyways,” Lonzo told her. “It’s a stray. It’s gonna die inside a week or two. If a car don’t get it, another dog will. You’re better off doin’ it a favor.”

She didn’t know exactly what he meant by doing Chocolate a favor, but she could guess at his general intention. Anger sprouted. “Don’t you dare touch him.”

One of the boys chortled then choked it back. The others grinned, including Lonzo. Again, the expression didn’t reach his eyes. They were dead. Muddy black eyes that let nothing out. He took a step forward. It brought him very close to her.

Chocolate lifted his snout a few inches, his interest in the meal instantly gone. He growled in the back of his throat, a deep sound that Charlee had never heard before. He wasn’t backing up.

“Shh…” she told Chocolate quickly.

“You givin’ me an order?” Lonzo asked, his voice soft. The low sound made her heart gallop all over again and she shook her head quickly.

“Sounded ta me like you was tellin’ me what to do.”

She tried to swallow, but her throat was too dry. The sick feeling swooped back, and sweat popped on her temples and prickled under her arms. She could hear her heart in her head, booming loudly. “I wouldn’t,” she told Lonzo helplessly.

“‘Course you wouldn’t.” He was calm, even friendly. “‘Coz I can do anything I wanna do. Want me to prove it?”

She shook her head quickly.

Chocolate was still growling. His top lip lifted, baring his teeth. It looked frightening, but his eyes were warm with feeling.

Lonzo moved quickly, catching Charlee by surprise. He took another long stride forward. His heavy steel-toed workboot that had never seen a moment of anything resembling work planted itself on the crumpled plastic bag, and the bag popped as the air was squashed out of it.

Then he shifted his weight forward, his trailing leg swinging viciously. The toe of his boot caught Chocolate in the rib cage just behind his front leg, down low where the ribs ended.

Chocolate howled. It was a terrible sound, one that would stay with Charlee the rest of her life. The sound was loud, keening. It pierced her heart, making it hurt. It stopped her brain for a moment, so that she simply froze.

He kicked him. Mother Mary…he kicked Chocolate. It was the only coherent thought she had.

But the moment of frozen surprise didn’t last. Heated emotion rushed up from her toes, filling her with a fury stronger than anything she had ever experienced. While Chocolate staggered away from Lonzo with a limping gait, his howls shifting to pain-filled yips, Charlee drew in a breath that seemed to fill her lungs with white-hot energy. “How dare you!” she cried and leapt at Lonzo.

Lonzo was just starting to grin, delighted at the effectiveness of his kick. He was level with Charlee in the alleyway, so his flank was turned toward her. He was a small man, barely over five and a half feet, while Charlee was tall for her age. She pushed herself off her feet and up into the air, her arms held out toward him, her fingers spread.

She landed against his shoulder and momentum threw her around so that she slammed against his back. She wrapped her arms around his neck in a purely instinctive search for anchorage to hold her up.

Then she shifted her weight so one arm could keep her in place and began to thump her fist against his chest and shoulder and the side of his face. The whole time, she was screaming, her anger driving words out of her that she didn’t pause to put together. “You fucker! You goddamn fucker! You kicked him. You hurt Chocolate and he didn’t do a thing to you. Listen to him, listen to what you did!”

When his fingers gripped her forearm and tried to pull it away, she realized that she was choking off his breath.

….good, I hope he dies…I hope it hurts, hurts like hell… The thought was calm, coming from a quiet place in her mind that she didn’t recognize. It was the same place that was analyzing the strong cologne Lonzo wore, disliking both it and the aroma of stale sweat beneath it.

More hands were on her arms and curling around her neck. The others were stepping in to rescue their leader. They were going to yank her off him.

Her anger was subsiding and now there was room for other emotions. Fear touched her. If they pulled her off Lonzo’s back, they would beat the crap out of her for attacking him.

She stopped trying to hit him with her fist and wrapped both arms around his neck, gripping her forearms to cement her hold. She tried to get her legs around his body, for the extra strength it would provide. One of them grabbed her ankle in a painful grip, wrenching her leg backwards. “No, you don’t!” came the cry. “Grab her foot, for fuck’s sake.”

“Kill the bitch!” Lonzo croaked. He was leaning forward. Staggering.

Through it all, through the shouting, the curses and her blood thundering in her ears, Charlee could still hear Chocolate somewhere in the dark, whimpering in pain.

She closed her eyes and hung on as best she could. They were pulling her backwards by the grip on her legs, while Lonzo pushed forward. There were three of them behind her, all grown men. They would break her grip any second and then…and then she would have to just take what they dished out.

But Chocolate was no longer in sight, which meant they would never catch him. The cool, calm corner of her mind was grimly satisfied.

“What d’ fuck?” came the cry from behind her and at the same time, one of her ankles was freed.

There was a sound, a grunt of pain. It was not dissimilar to the painful wheeze Chocolate had made.

“Fucker!” one of the others cried.

Her other ankle was let loose and now she was hanging from Lonzo’s neck, her full weight pulling her forearms up tight against his throat. She hung only for a second, then hands gripped her middle and plucked her away like she was a piece of lint. Her arms were ripped from around Lonzo’s throat.

She was placed gently on her feet, facing the back of the alley. Instantly, she spun to face the gang, to see what had pulled her from Lonzo.

Two of the gang were sprawled on the stony tarmac, one propping himself up with an arm while the other hand pressed against his stomach, lying very still. The third was running toward the street, his silk shirt flying out behind him like a short cape, his slightly bowed legs pumping hard.

Gutless creep. Charlee could feel her nose wrinkling in disgust. She turned her head to look farther down the alley, on the other side of the bend. She had a perfect view down both lengths.

Lonzo was facing a giant standing in the middle of the alley. The giant had his back to Charlee. She didn’t know if he was really a giant, but he seemed huge. He stood a foot higher than Lonzo and from behind, his shoulders were really big, too. He seemed to glow in a dull way, but she didn’t stop to wonder why, for Lonzo was staring at the man, his lips curling back like Chocolate’s had done when he thought he was in danger. He was reaching under his shirt. Under and behind.

“He’s got a gun!” Charlee warned the glowing man, for she had felt the shape of the pistol tucked into Lonzo’s jeans when she had been hanging against him.

The man didn’t back away. He didn’t seem to react at all. He stood quite still. One hand was tucked into the pocket of what looked like perfectly normal trousers, as far as she could tell in the thickening dark.

Lonzo pulled out the pistol. It looked really big, too, and made Lonzo’s hand look small. But his fingers curled around the handle with familiarity, the long forefinger resting against the trigger. He didn’t point the gun at the man. He held it pointing up into the air, not quite threatening.

“Really not a good idea,” the man said.

Lonzo just grinned.

“I heard what you did to the dog,” the man said, not sounding even a little bit afraid of Lonzo or his gun. “You don’t get to walk away unpunished for that, but if you put the gun down, then you will walk away.”

“I’m walkin’, man,” Lonzo said, hiking the gun up an inch to draw attention to it. “You can’t stop me.”

“But if you don’t put the gun down,” the man said, speaking as if Lonzo hadn’t said anything, “then that changes things. I can’t guarantee you’ll walk anywhere if you don’t.”

Lonzo snorted. “Says you.”

“Think it through,” the man encouraged Lonzo. He sounded like he was almost begging Lonzo to reconsider.

Lonzo brought the gun down and pointed it. Not at the man. He held it sideways, like the gangsters in the movies. Charlee’s breath jammed up in her throat, because he was pointing the gun at her.

Lonzo grinned at the man. “Gotcha, asshole.”

The man sighed.

Things happened very quickly after that and it was only later, when Charlee recalled the next few seconds over and over, rebuilding the fractional parts of those seconds into the right order, that she was able to put it together with any coherence. The big man pulled his hand out of his pocket with a tiny swishing sound. His hand was held in a fist. In the dark, she thought he was holding something.

Then, suddenly, he was holding something. It was a sword. A real, honest-to-goodness sword, with a long blade that pointed up into the night sky.

The blade didn’t stay still. Lonzo spotted it and made a sound that Charlee could barely define. The snort/exhalation held some surprise, but there was happiness there, too. A primal glee over the man’s attack. Lonzo swiveled the gun to point at him.

The blade moved with a high singing note, then Lonzo dropped the gun and gripped his wrist with his other hand, his eyes and mouth turning into almost perfect circles. Charlee smelled a hot, coppery scent and knew what it was without confirmation. Blood.

“End this now,” the man urged Lonzo. “Walk away.”

Charlee licked her lips. Lonzo wasn’t the type to walk—or run, like his gang friend had. Besides, his other two Lords were still there, watching. The one that had been lying still was sitting up now. Lonzo glanced at them and Charlee knew he wouldn’t leave. Not now.

She wanted to warn the man, but before she could think of what to say, or draw breath to speak, Lonzo leapt at him, a switchblade in his left hand. The blade glinted in the little light still left. It swung, reminding Charlee of the way Lonzo had swung his boot when he kicked Chocolate. It was the same fast, powerful arc.

The man spun in a tight circle. Again, much later, Charlee recalled seeing him twist around and at the same time his arm, the one that held the sword, brushed aside Lonzo’s forearm, deflecting the knife as it swung around to meet the spot where the man had been standing less than a second before.

Abruptly, the man was behind Lonzo. His free arm wrapped around Lonzo’s shoulders, encompassing them easily and holding him still. The tip of the long sword slid up under Lonzo’s chin, puncturing the skin…and kept going, sliding easily like a knife through soft butter.

Lonzo jerked, his whole body stiffening. Then he relaxed in the man’s grip, making a soft sighing sound.

“Holy Mary, mother of god…” one of Lonzo’s friends whispered. “He scragged him. The fucking dude just scragged Lonzo.”

Charlee could feel her heart trying to ram its way past her ribs. The ease with which he had moved was fascinating in a black, bad way.

The man was facing the remaining pair of Lords over Lonzo’s still shoulder. “I gave him every chance to end it before this moment.”

The silent one of the pair glanced at the other.

“If you speak of this to anyone, I will find out. Then I will find you,” the man added. “Do you doubt that?”

The first shook his head. The second spat on the tarmac.

The man jerked his sword out of Lonzo’s skull. It made a wet, sucking sound, and Charlee clapped her hand over her mouth, holding in any noise she might make. Lonzo crumpled to the ground at the man’s feet, his face scraping across the pebbles and dirt.

“Take him and do what you do with those you deal with. I don’t want his body surfacing later for the police to examine. I will be upset if that happens. Do you understand?”

The first of them, the talker, crept forward on his hands and knees and grabbed Lonzo. The second stirred and helped him pick Lonzo up. They started backing down the alley toward the street, Lonzo hanging limp and crumpled between them.

“The other way,” the man directed. “Away from public eyes.”

They hesitated, looking at him fearfully. Charlee knew they didn’t want to get too close to him and he stood in the middle of the narrow alley, blocking their way.

“Move it,” he growled at them and stepped aside, giving them room to pass.

They shuffled past him awkwardly, their burden slowing them down. Then they hurried along the alley until the dark swallowed them up and all Charlee could hear was their slow, dragging steps.

It left her alone with the man and his sword.
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ASHER PUT HIS SWORD AWAY, BARELY thinking about the quick movements that reduced it and slid it into his pocket. They were moves he had practiced over and over, tearing good garments and slicing his hip and fingers open, until he had reached this automatic process. He was so good and so fast at it now that most humans weren’t able to follow what he had done.

The young girl was standing very still, staring at him with enormous dark eyes, in a pale, thin face. It looked like her hair might be flaming red in daylight. It spilled over her shoulders in a wavy, tangled mess. She looked ready to bolt at the merest hint of danger.

Asher knew why she hadn’t already faded away like any normal New Yorker would have as soon as they could get free of the trouble they were in. So he held out both his hands to show her they were empty and addressed the issue head on. “Where did the dog go?” he asked her gently. “Do you know where he lives?”

She blinked and her throat worked as she swallowed. “You…k-killed him!”

“I had no choice.” Asher glanced at the paling fence that separated the alley from the houses behind it. In the dark, he could see the silhouette of a crow sitting silently, watching them. As he looked, another fluttered down and settled next to the first, folding its wings with a snap.

The birds told him he was running out of time. “We need to hurry,” Asher told the girl. “Quickly, now. Where will the dog be? We need to make sure he’s okay.” He jogged her memory with a deliberate prod. “What did the…” Then he remembered the name the others had used. “What did Lonzo do to the dog?”

The girl flinched. She blinked again and this time her gaze focused upon him. He had caught her attention. Good.

“What did he do?” he coaxed. He kept his voice low, but didn’t know why. Little girls, even boys…he had no experience with children at all. But she was frozen like a cornered animal, rigid with fear. Perhaps that was why he was using gentle, soothing tones. He’d had plenty of practice dealing with frightened creatures of all types. Torger had been a vicious stray once, too.

The girl’s eyes gradually lost their fear as she looked at him. “He kicked Chocolate,” she said. “He kicked him!” Her indignation rose, squaring her shoulders and firing up her temper.

Asher clamped down on the fury that touched him. I should have bled him out slowly, instead. But he didn’t say it. The girl was calming down, but saying that aloud would remind her of her fear and ruin the shallow peace he had built. Instead he said, very gently, “Well, he can’t do that again. Not to any dog, or anyone.”

Her eyes widened again. This time, it was surprise. Then her head tilted as she studied him openly and frankly. “No, he can’t, can he?” He could see she was exploring the idea of raw justice and consequences in this new light, but he didn’t have time to let her deal with it. The birds were gathering thickly along the fence now, but she was too preoccupied to notice them.

“Where would…Chocolate be?” he urged her, recalling the name she had used. “We need to find him and maybe take him to an animal shelter, if he needs help.”

She looked around. “This is where he lives,” she said simply, with a shrug.

“Call him. If he lives here and you’re his friend, he’ll come when you call.”

“But he doesn’t know it’s his name. It’s just what I call him.”

“Dogs are very clever,” he assured her. “He’ll know your voice. Call him.”

She looked around in the dark. “Chocolate!” she called softly. “Here, boy!” She didn’t raise her voice. Her instincts, which had been sharpened by the last few minutes, were making her cautious. “Here, Chocolate!”

There was a soft whine from farther down the alley. The dog shifted. Asher could barely see his shadow, tucked in among the deeper dark. “There.” He pointed.

The girl crouched, making herself smaller and less threatening, although there was very little of her to start with. She held out her hand and coaxed the dog with soft calls. Asher stepped away from her, giving the dog the room he wanted.

The dog limped over to the girl and thrust his nose into her hand. He licked the palm, whining softly. Asher could hear the pain.

He moved slowly closer until the dog took notice of him, then held out his hand for him to sniff. The dog’s nose wrinkled as he sampled Asher’s smell. Then he licked his finger. His tail shifted slowly from side to side. Asher had been approved.

He ran a hand over the dog’s back, getting him used to his touch, then very gently along his sides. Wiry hair slid under his fingers, stiff with dirt and neglect, almost bald in places. He leaned closer to examine him and gave a soft laugh. “Chocolate is a girl,” he told the human girl soothing the dog.

“He is? She is?” The girl pressed her lips together. “I don’t know how to tell boy dogs and girl dogs apart. Is she gonna be okay?”

The dog had flinched when he had run his hands over her flank, just behind her front leg, but she hadn’t recoiled or made any sound in reaction. “I think she is okay,” Asher decided. “No broken bones.”

“You sure?” the girl insisted.

He’d seen hundreds of broken bones in men, horses, dogs and all manner of creatures. War was destructive for more than the combatants. “I’m sure,” he told the girl, putting all the confidence he could muster into his voice.

The birds on the fence shifted in unison, like they did when they were swarming. The dog turned her head, spotting them. A low warning growl issued.

Asher patted her head and stood up. “I’m going to see you home,” he told the girl. “Did you sneak out tonight?” It was an educated guess. A girl this young wouldn’t normally be allowed to roam the streets by herself after dark. But anything was possible. She had the thinness and unkempt look he associated with the children of broken families. Or with no families and no one to give a damn about them.

The girl hunched in on herself. “Are you gonna tell on me?”

“No, but I am going to make sure you get home safely.” He glanced at the birds, silent witnesses watching without movement. The pressure to move, to get away from ground zero, increased. “Come on,” he said, urging her to move back down the alley by taking a few steps toward the street.

She stayed still. “What about Chocolate? They’re gonna come back, you know. They’ll come back and they’ll find her and they’ll be angry about what happened.”

Asher agreed with her. “Bring the dog,” he said shortly. “We’ll find somewhere for her to stay.”

•

Once they were out on the street and had merged with the few pedestrians, Asher relaxed. Chocolate trotted along beside the girl as if she had always belonged there.

The girl looked up at Asher. “What do I call you?”

She hadn’t asked for his name, as most humans would. Instead, she had asked what she should use as a name for him. Interesting. “You can call me Asher.”

“Like a tenement fire?”

“Like a tree,” Asher said truthfully.

She wrinkled her nose, trying to fit his name into what she knew about trees. “Ash tree?” she asked doubtfully.

“Yes.”

“They called you a tree?”

“Better than being named after a cow shed.”

She giggled quietly and Chocolate gave a little skip next to her, her tongue lolling. “A cow shed?”

“Do you know anyone called Byron?”

“Is that what Byron means? A cow shed?” She grinned. “That explains why Byron at school is always in a bad mood. Do names always mean something?”

“Nearly always.”

“Even mine?”

“What is yours?”

“Charlotte. But everyone calls me Charlee.”

“They call you Charlee because they care.”

She snorted doubtfully. “You don’t know my folks.”

“If they didn’t care, they wouldn’t call you anything at all. Strangers call you Charlotte, right?”

“When they know that’s my name.”

“People who think they’re friends, that they have the privilege because they’re friends, they’re the ones who call you Charlee. So that’s the meaning of your name for them. That you’re a friend.”

“Friend?” She sounded incredulous.

“It’s not a direct translation, like my name. But that’s the baggage that goes with your name.”

She thought about it for a few steps, her lips pursed doubtfully.

The farther they walked from the alley, the better he felt. But there was still one big problem he had to deal with. Pulling her and Chocolate away from the battlefield created a problem. She had seen him fighting, although on his personal Richter scale of battles, this confrontation barely registered. But she had seen the sword. What to do?

They had turned the corner into 162nd and were heading for Cauldwell, when Charlee gave him the hint he needed.

“My house is just up there.” She pointed, suddenly shy. No, not shy. Cautious.

He wondered why she was wary now, when she had been almost free-spirited once they had left the alley. His dispatch of the gang leader, Lonzo, didn’t seem to have made any negative impact on her at all. He recalled her reaction to his suggestion that karma had caught up with the boy. Did the idea of Lonzo getting his just desserts make it alright in her eyes? Were all kids that resilient? He didn’t know.

“I have to go in the back way,” she added.

Ahh… He mentally sighed. Now he understood. She had crept out secretly earlier in the night. Now she needed to sneak back in and was hoping he would cooperate. Any other adult would insist on talking to her parents or guardians, if she had them. This was a relatively peaceful neighborhood. The chances were good she had someone who was technically watching out for her, even if they were actually asleep at the switch.

Or perhaps she was too sneaky for them.

“Do you steal out of your house a lot?” he asked.

She bit her lip, her eyes big, as she assessed him, trying to determine where he was taking the conversation and therefore what the best answer would be to get him to work with her.

Asher slowed, giving himself time to resolve this before they reached the house she had pointed out. “If you tell the truth, I’ll tell the truth,” he told her. “Deal?”

She turned to face him, her back to the row of wrought iron and wooden fencing lining the footpath. The houses were square and small. Despite their tiny proportions, they were still jammed up against each other. Many of them had common walls. It was New York’s version of the terrace housing the Brits put up with. From one of them, he couldn’t tell which, Blondie was urging everyone to call her, at the top of her lungs. It made him wince. If he was going to listen to music at that volume, he’d much rather listen to The Wall, which Pink Floyd had just released.

Chocolate sat down next to Charlee, her shoulder brushing Charlee’s calf, as if it was the natural place to be. Charlee shrugged and answered his question. “I don’t go out very often. Mostly. But I found Chocolate, y’see.” It sounded like the truth. She was keeping her side of the deal.

“I guess you’ve learned how dangerous it is, sneaking out.”

“Could’ve been really bad,” she agreed. “But it wasn’t, coz of you.”

It brought them very neatly to his dilemma. “You watched it all,” he said, easing into it.

She licked her lips. He could almost feel her caution rising. But she honored their agreement. “Yeah,” she said, her voice low.

“You saw…” He took a breath. This was harder than he thought it might be. Laun defined his life and shaped the secrecy that was part of it. She had seen his sword and him using it. Normally a situation like that had only one outcome. Why had he even pulled her out of the alley? He should have left her there and waited for them to come as they always did. They would have dealt with Charlee as they did any human who learned of them.

“You mean I saw your sword,” Charlee finished for him. “The magic one.” She said it matter-of-factly, like an adult would say “your camcorder, the black one.”

Asher stared at her. She had accepted the sword’s disappearance. Just like that. No questions. No disbelief or vain attempt to rationalize away what she had seen.

He drew in a deep breath. Her absolute acceptance made this much easier for him to arrange the compromise that would save both their hides, if he could just get past his own reluctance to speak the words aloud. In that respect, Charlee was way ahead of him.

“The magic sword,” he made himself say, agreeing with her. His voice dropped as he said it, and he fought the need to look around and see who might be eavesdropping on their conversation. He felt foolish, using the childish words she had used. Just say it, you idiot, he raged at himself. They had a deal. Truth for truth. “You seeing my sword puts you in a different sort of trouble, Charlee. You and me, both.”

She didn’t look worried, or scared. She considered him for a moment. “You had to save Chocolate,” she pointed out. “The gang didn’t give you a choice.”

It wasn’t what he had expected her to say. He wasn’t sure what he had thought she might respond with, but this adult reasoning was a surprise. Her reaction stepped right over the questions he presumed she would have. Who says you have to keep it secret? What sort of trouble am I in? Even a protest over how unfair it was would have been more in line with what he knew of kids and their fierce focus on their own concerns.

“They won’t see it that way. But I can’t talk about that,” he added. “Just like you can’t talk about this. Any of it.” He looked her in the eye, confident that she would understand this part of it. “Just like you don’t want me to talk about you being out of the house without your folks knowing.”

Charlee stood still, thinking it through. She was a slim, straight girl with long legs. The nimbus of coppery red hair looked almost kinky. Her skin was very pale, as if her hair had stolen all the life and color from it. Her head came up to just under his shoulder. He judged she was around ten or so, but figured he was probably wrong. What did he know of kids?

Her dark brown eyes refocused on him. “Another deal?” she asked, then kicked up her leg behind her and slapped at a mosquito on her ankle. Chocolate stirred and her tongue lolled.

Asher felt relief. She had understood. “Another deal,” he confirmed. “But this is a grown-up deal, Charlee. You can’t even tell your best friend at school. No one. Not ever.”

She just stared at him, taking it in.

Asher wasn’t satisfied. “What I did to that kid…”

“He wasn’t a kid. He was a gangster,” she said instantly.

“What I did,” Asher insisted, for she had to understand the gravity of this, “it was bad.”

“You saved Chocolate.”

“But if the people you know, your friends and family, if they had seen what I did, they would be shocked and angry at me.” It was a wild over-simplification of what they would really do, but it would make the point.

“You killed him,” Charlee said, using frank truth once more. She shrugged. “He kicked Chocolate.”

He blew out his breath. “What do they do to people who kill other people, Charlee? I know you know this.”

Her eyes seemed to be enormous in her face as she came up with the answer. She spoke slowly. “They go to prison. Sometimes…worse.” She pressed her lips together. Then, “But…Chocolate,” she added helplessly and bent to stroke the dog’s soft fur between her ears. Chocolate panted happily, shifting on the warm concrete.

“That’s what the people you know would do,” Asher said. “But the people I know, Charlee, they would do much more than that.”

Her eyes seemed to grow even larger. “Are you in a gang?” she whispered. In her small world, people who did such unspeakable things, people who could do more than execute criminals, were in gangs.

“I can’t tell you any more,” Asher replied. “It would make things even worse for you. I just need to know that you understand the deal and why you must keep it.”

“Tell no one. Forever an’ ever. I got it.”

Asher let out his breath slowly, controlling his reaction of deep relief. “So let’s find somewhere for Chocolate to stay, then you need to climb back in your window.”

They turned and walked slowly along the path, discussing possible homes for Chocolate and the last of his worry over the incident drained away. She was a child, but he trusted her to keep her word.

It never occurred to him that he might be the one to break the deal.

•

Asher watched Charlee shimmy up the external plumbing at the back of her house and disappear through her bedroom window, before heading back to Cauldwell Avenue, where he could hail a cab. There was no point in going home now. Because of the battle, they would be expecting him at the hall.

The cab dropped him off on Pearl twenty minutes later. For the last thirty-two years, the way to the hall had been from Pearl, although the entrance had been relocated a dozen times over the last century or so, using one of the three sides of the building with street access. They had tried using the alley between the building and its neighbor as an entry point, but that had lasted for only five short years. It was easier to blend in with the locals using a street entrance.

He bypassed the elevator and took the stairs. It had been too long since he’d been to the gym. He needed the exercise.

The stairs stopped two floors short of the top of the building, although there was nothing that would tell a human visitor—or an official inspector—that there were two more floors above.

Asher punched in the code. The buttons were unmarked. Anyone with legitimate business on this floor had to remember the pattern and hit the right ones. He pushed his way out into the foyer beyond. The guard of the day looked up briefly as the fire door opened, saw him, and returned his gaze to the narrow section of the foyer where the elevators emerged. No one could select the elevator button for this floor without a security code, just like the fire exit door, but tailgaters were always possible.

When Asher passed the guard, he murmured his name in acknowledgment and got a nod in return. The guards were not encouraged to talk while they were on shift, although if a human did manage to get past the security codes and wandered into the foyer, the guard would turn into a congenial and chatty stranger willing to help them find how to get to where they needed to go (“no, not on this floor, ma’am. I’m pretty sure the dentist surgery is on the third”) and would shepherd them back into the elevator, all without the human even suspecting they were being guided away from exploring.

The foyer was empty of anyone but the guard, who sprawled on an old leather armchair, ostensibly reading a magazine.

Apart from the narrower section of the foyer where the elevators disgorged passengers, the passage was really a big, almost square, room. The green linoleum was a sea of dark smoothness. The well-waxed and cared-for surface always gleamed. During daylight hours the light came through the high arched windows at the end of the foyer opposite the elevators, to fall on the linoleum. At night, the floor reflected the radiance from three big chandeliers overhead. They were heavy wrought iron creations and yellow cylindrical shades clustered thickly on the ends of their metal branches.

The fire escape door was at the same end as the arched window, tucked into the corner. There were no other entries or exits from the foyer, except one. Opposite the row of leather club chairs ranked against the wall, where the guard was currently sitting, were the doors to the hall.

They were big commercial five-panel doors. They had started out as oiled teak but now they were dark with age and the impact of many hands pushing against them. The bottoms were chipped and scratched by shoes and boots. They were utterly ordinary and modern doors, designed to blend in with the portions of the building that humans were allowed to see. The handles were industrial grey steel, curving in minimalistic arches. The doors gave no hint of what lay behind their bland facade.

Nevertheless, Asher’s spirits never failed to lift when he saw them. Once he stepped through them he could become himself.

He thrust out his hand and pushed against the right-hand door of the big pair, swinging it open.

Scents peculiar to the hall washed over him in a swirl caused by the movement of the door. They brought to mind quick flashes of impressions and sensations: the cool touch of mead in his mouth, and the dusky smell of hide stretched over frames. The sound of laughter and music from the many, many feasts he had attended. The raw touch of cold air from the open fire vent.

He didn’t have to recall the yellow light that infused the air, for it bathed the wide steps in front of him now, flickering with a warm glow. He looked up. The walls, which were made of rough-cut timbers that had been worn to smoothness over the years, held a pair each of flaming sconces. Their flames barely moved in the still room. They ran on gas, but when the hall had first been built, the flames had fed on oil-soaked rags, just like the lamps in the First Hall.

Asher could remember any number of occasions when the steps in front of him had been choked with people climbing slowly up to the main level. There were other times when friends had lingered on the steps, pulled to one side to talk earnestly or lightly. Many of his memories included friends holding horns and cups, their faces flushed by the mead.

There was no one lingering on the steps tonight but at the top, where the stairs gave way to the hall itself, two more guards stood facing the other end, their backs to the stairs. Asher had never made the mistake of thinking the guards had failed to notice his arrival, despite their lack of reaction.

He climbed the stairs quickly and stood at the top. One of the guards turned his head just enough to see him and confirm his identity. Asher nodded at him and murmured his name. Unlike the guard out in the foyer, these guards were wearing traditional clothing and leather armor, helmets and shields. Their spears stood taller than them.

Asher looked around, checking to see who was in the hall. The room stretched out before him. It was over one hundred feet from where he stood to the other end where the dais was located. The tall, carved chair sitting on the dais was empty. The walls soared for twenty feet, pushing through the upper floor of the building to the roof.

When they had first designed the hall, just over a hundred years ago, they had reached back to their common roots for inspiration. Asher suspected that most of them had wanted a reminder of older, more human times, even though such an idea had not been mentioned. No one spoke of the Descent. They had used words like “traditional” instead, and so the hall had been built.

The long walls of the elongated space were curved so that they bowed out in the middle. They were lined with the same once-rough wood palings that lined the stairs. Every twelve feet or so along their length, sconces flickered. Three tiers butted up against each long wall. The first was knee-high, a comfortable sitting height. The second was waist-high and the third breast-high. Each tier was wide enough for a table and benches, and the top tier was dotted with both. The tables on the top tier were never removed. For a feast, more tables would be added to the lower tiers.

Marching along the front of both lower tiers, massive pillars that had once been trees rose to the roof. Where each pillar touched the roof, heavy beams radiated out around them, making starred patterns of support.

The hall was so wide that despite the tiers on either side, there was still a good thirty feet of clear space in the center, at the widest point of the room. In that respect, the hall differed from the narrow langhaus of his childhood.

There were several women working in the hall, all of them Amica. One was running a motorized cleaner over the floor. Two more were sweeping tiers and straightening up the tables and benches. He recognized them, although he could not name but one of them. The one whose name he knew was tending the firepit and he strode down the hall toward her. Erica lifted her head as his footsteps echoed up from the tiles, and gave him a small smile of acknowledgment.

The tiles were a concession to modern living. If they had maintained the rigid standards dictated by tradition, the floor would be dirt and the fire would be fueled by wood. But in the middle of New York, endless supplies of firewood would draw attention, as would sandy footsteps leading out of the building.

Erica straightened up from her crouch over the massive firepit as Asher drew near. She was wearing yoga pants and a T-shirt with the sleeves rolled up to her shoulders. Her hair was pinned up on top of her head. Her hands and the lower half of her forearms were covered in black grime.

The firepit sat in the center of the room. It was the length of one of the tables and just as wide. The edges of the pit were protected by flat stones, which thrust jagged teeth up to calf height. The floor of the pit was also stone, although this had been mortared and was flat and featureless.

What looked like a bonfire’s worth of logs and stumps were scattered artfully across the pit, hiding the gas burners strung throughout the fake logs. The fire was never extinguished and wouldn’t be for as long as the hall was able to welcome the Kine. But right now, two of the sets of gas burners had been turned off, leaving the one on the far end still flickering over the logs. It allowed Erica to clean the logs and the burners that were unlit.

She carefully brushed stray hair out of her eyes with the back of her wrist, but still left a smear behind. Her smile was warm. Friendly. “Stallari,” she said, using his official title, which was proper for within the hall.

“I’m looking for the earl. Is he in his quarters?”

“I believe he is waiting for you there.”

Asher held in his reaction. Just for the slightest moment, for the merest heartbeat, he felt a mild irritation. The constant sense of community and the peculiar sensitivity that the Kine had for the wellbeing of all in their ranks meant a decrease in personal privacy and an uptick in the level of accountability each of them had to all others. Normally, that intimacy was reassuring. Tonight, it did not sit well and he knew why. You’re trying to hide something from people who can sense when you’re in trouble.

Unhappy, he made his way to the doorway just off to the side of the main dais. It punched through the tiers, into the wall behind. Normal electric light shone through from the opening, spilling onto the same formerly rough planking that made up the dais.

Wafting faintly through the door were the sounds of one of Roar’s beloved operas. If he was listening to opera, he was in a bad mood.

Asher headed for the doorway. Time to face the music. Pun intended…but it didn’t make him feel any better.

•

When Charlee slithered through the half-open window onto her bed, no one thrust open her bedroom door, demanding to know where she had been. Nothing had changed since she had slipped out just over sixty minutes ago. Her homework was still sitting on her bedside table. The lamp was still on. Her Janet Jackson poster still hung on the wall with one corner rolling over, casting a shadow over Janet’s face.

Charlee’s pink floral jeans, which she had worn today and would wear again tomorrow, were lying across the foot of her bed.

Downstairs, she could hear the sound of the TV. Southern accents. Her father was watching Dallas. That meant her mother was probably in the kitchen, sitting at the table with her glass in front of her, lined up next to her cigarette packet and the glass ashtray she used.

Charlee shucked off her clothes and wriggled into her nightgown, moving as silently as she could and staying away from the center of the room where the squeaky board was. As she dressed, her father started to cough. The rasping hack started off as they all did, with a few soft barking noises. Then it got hold of his throat and lungs and squeezed, and the sound changed and became something that made Charlee wince and wonder if her father wouldn’t rip out the back of his throat and spit it up.

But he always got control of the cough. She waited for him to clear his throat with another noisy rasp, then silence, except for the soft sounds of Bobby Ewing complaining about something.

Nothing had changed…but everything had.

She flung back the covers—it was too warm to lie beneath them—and settled into bed with the sheet pooling around her hips and her pillow propped up between her and the head of the bed, cushioning her back. She opened her homework up and stared blindly at the equations, until the black text blurred and all she could see was fuzzy grey lines and squiggles.

Everything had changed, including her.

Magic was real. Heroes were real. She thought of all the things she had not believed until tonight. She had learned the so-called truth about Santa Claus four years ago, when Lucas had tried to explain why there had been no Christmas tree that year, or any year since, and why her gift from Santa had come wrapped in newsprint and twine, as that was all he had been able to find. Since then she had gradually worked her way through the children’s pantheon, dismissing it all: fairies, pixies, witches and demons. Puff the Magic Dragon. Aslan. The tooth fairy didn’t put money under pillows and steal teeth. Stepping on cracks didn’t break anyone’s back. Halloween was just a great way to collect more candy in two hours than she saw for the entire rest of the year.

What was true and what wasn’t?

Magic was real and heroes wore suits, with their ties pulled down and the top button unfastened. Heroes came with shockingly blond hair and very blues eyes. If she had ever thought she might meet a real hero, that wasn’t what she would have expected of him.

Heroes did come with special weapons, strange names and packed to the brim with secrets, which lined up with what she knew about heroes from the comics and the one time she had seen the Superman movie.

A gentle knock sounded and she refocused on the door, blinking her eyes.

“Charlee?” Lucas called.

“‘kay!” she called back just as softly.

The door opened, letting the light from the bare bulb in the corridor fall onto the carpet, then her bed, making her blink. Lucas slipped in and shut the door. “Hey, Einie.” He kept his voice down.

Lucas was five years older than her. In the unspoken way that families communicated their history, through comments and pictures, and passing reference, Charlee had pieced together an understanding that Lucas had been an unplanned child, but welcomed, nevertheless. She had been created five years later, in an attempt to ‘fix things’ between her parents. She wasn’t entirely sure how she had been expected to fix anything, and that was probably why she had failed, for the relationship her parents had looked nothing like the marriages Charlee had read about and seen on TV. Their house was mostly silent except for, lately, her father’s coughing.

Charlee adored Lucas with a pure affection that was unsullied by his big-brother attitude. She understood—and this knowledge also came to her in small fractions over time—that Lucas mostly tried to fill the gaps their parents failed to cover. But he was only fifteen, so taking care of Charlee usually meant bossing her around.

Lucas was one of the best-looking fifteen year olds she knew. He had missed out on their father’s red hair. Instead, he had inherited their mother’s pitch black locks, which he kept fashionably long and curling around his collar. He had grey eyes that looked colorless in the right light. They were surrounded by bristly lashes. Lucas’ glance had turned more than a few of the girls at school into giggling wrecks.

But Lucas didn’t seem to be interested in girls. He wasn’t into boys, either, or so the school gossip network assured her.

To Charlee, Lucas always seemed to be older than he really was. He knew things that other fifteen year olds, the very few in whose company she had ever been allowed to spend any time, seemed to not even care about. The things they did care about Lucas didn’t seem to be interested in. Girls. Music. Movies. Ditching classes. Failing courses. Drinking.

He was her big brother, different in his way from most other people Charlee knew. Just as she was different in her own way.

Lucas crouched down next to her bed, and looked up at her. The conical sea shell he wore around his neck on a thin black leather band reflected the light of her lamp in a pearlescent, pretty way. It was very white against his tanned flesh.

“You doin’ okay, Einie?” he asked. Einie was short for Einstein. He only called her that when no one else was
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